
The purpose of this paper is to analyze an excerpt from the Travels of Marco Polo.  It describes the preparation for a battle between Kublai Kahn and his cousin Nayan.  According Marco Polo, Nayan was hiding out on the plains with about 400,000 troops getting ready to attack Kublai with the aid of Kaidu’s 100,000 men and horses.  When Kublai Kahn heard of their plan, he quickly raised an army of 360,000 cavalry and 100,000 infantrymen and attacked Nayan first, catching him by surprise.  This paper will discuss whether those figures are reasonable.  It will consider the environment’s ability to support that many people and animals, the organization of the Mongol military and its tactics, and the number of people available in the area.

Before Ghengis Khan, the Mongolians lived in a very diverse climate.  They had mountains, lakes, rivers, wooded areas, and deserts, but most of the population lived in the grassy steppe regions.  The land offered excellent grazing for goats, horses, sheep, and yaks, but was not ideal for growing grains.  Survival was dependent on skill at herding, hunting, trading animal products for grain, and raiding.
  A mobile army of more than a few thousand would have a hard time keeping themselves fed.  That scarcity and lack of agriculture is probably what led the Mongols to continually expand. By Kublai Khan’s reign, they had conquered most of the continent, from Persia & Arabia to Russia, Turkestan, and China.  With all the major trade routes under one rule, food and goods could move easily across the land along the roads, bridges, and post-houses (every twenty to thirty miles with 400+ horses per house – that number may be exaggerated) that Kublai built to improve the lines of communication.


Those lines of communication were very important to controlling the vast empire through military might.  The Mongol army was an extension of their original nomadic society.  Their ancestral way of life (herding, hunting, and surviving extreme conditions by their wits) was kind of like training for warfare.  They learned to ride horses and use weapons at a very early age, and all males under 60 were considered to be soldiers.
  It’s no wonder that their enemies thought they had huge numbers, if every time they went to battle, they got every single male in each tribe coming at them at once.  They also rode into battle with extra horses to add to the illusion of size.  As they conquered other peoples, they often had whole cities surrender without a fight.  Kublai Khan would welcome the Chinese troops, but he never trusted them
.  He would send the Southern Chinese to the North to fight, and send the Northern Chinese to the Southern regions.
  He also made sure the generals in charge of the Chinese troops were Mongols.  Given the large number of people in China, it’s possible that these could be the ‘multitude of troops beyond counting’ that Marco Polo referred to in the excerpt.  Defecting enemy troops weren’t the only place they got recruits.  In one instance, Kublai opened up a prison and pressed some 20,000 prisoners into his army.  He gave them horses, weapons, and food.
  It was easy for him to keep his troops fed because China was actually experiencing a surplus of food and wealth.


What happened was that in the 100 years or so between Ghengis Khan and Kublai Khan, China’s population went from over 100,000,000 to 60,000,000.
  The result was more land per peasant and an excess harvest.  To keep the empire running smoothly, Kublai Khan permitted the Chinese to manage their own civilian affairs while he focused on the military campaigns.  They put the peasants to work building roads, palaces and temples.  They also organized the peasants and gave them seeds and animals to grow, and collected taxes and food for the army.
  The actual number of Mongolians that were estimated to be in the army is between 105,000 and 129,000 at the time of Ghengis Khan’s death.


Although there were enough people and horses in the area to make up an army of 400,000 cavalry and infantrymen, it is not very likely that this particular battle took place as Marco Polo described it.  Marco tended to exaggerate a bit in his reports in order to make the tales more impressive.  For instance, Lin-ngan is a city of canals with about 360 bridges, but Marco Polo he describes it as having 12,000 bridges.
 If you move the decimal point over a space or two in his descriptions, you get a more believable figure.  As an example, for the battle with his younger brother, Kublai Khan stationed 30,000 troops and 10,000 horses outside a city – (bought and transported there by civilian officials at his command).  Then he assembled (within a few weeks) 15,000 more men, rice, and equipment from nearby.
  This probably describes a sufficient force for an average battle, but it is still rather amazing that he assembled it so quickly.

A likely scenario for the excerpt is that Nayan gathered up two to three thousand men out on the steppes.  A force that size could easily sustain itself by raiding small towns and cities in surprise attacks to keep them fed and equipped.
 It is important to remember the size of the area they were in and the speed of the horses.  They could descend on a village seemingly from nowhere and disappear the same day, running out into the desert or up into the mountains before Kublai’s forces could get there, and with enough provisions carried by each man to last them weeks.  Remember too, that the Mongols were known to have as many as five extra horses for each mounted man in order to confuse their enemy about their numbers.  If those horses carried provisions, it would be easy to keep a small force (2000 – 5000) mobilized on the grassy plains where there is food and water enough for the horses for an indefinite amount of time.


There is so much flattery and honor being paid to the Great Khan in Marco’s descriptions, which it seems obvious to the reader that Marco was writing it for the emperor.  Kublai didn’t trust anyone – one of the prices of absolute power- and Marco probably figured there were spies reading everything he wrote down and reporting it back to him.  Being a shrewd merchant, he probably wrote down exactly what he thought Kublai wanted to hear.  Consequently, we are left with a romantic tale of the awesome power and size of the forces instead of an accurate depiction of what was probably just one of many regular sized, but extremely bloody and nasty battles for political domination.


In conclusion, it is remotely possible, given the wealth at Kublai Khan’s disposal and the population of the area for him to muster up a force of 400,000 men, horses, and weapons.  He could even to sustain them for a short time (provided it was well planned and the food was shipped via caravan at exactly the right time).  His nephew Nayan, however, could not keep nearly that large a force.  Therefore it is most likely that Kublai would send only enough force to match and overpower Nayan, making the total combatants an estimated 30,000 to 50,000 altogether at the very most.
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